
Ask Dr. Fill   

Dear Dr. Fill 

Last summer many people 
in my area had their lawns 
nearly destroyed by chinch 
bugs. Mine actually weren’t 
affected very much, and I 
don’t know why, but I do 
know that this is the time 
of year that they will soon 
be showing up.  I know 
that my gardens this 
spring are very dry, so I 
know that my lawn is going 
to be stressed, as I don’t   
water it since I’m on a well.  
I’m wondering if there is 
anything I can do to give 
my lawn a little boost to 
help it fight off chinch bugs 
if they show up. Would 
fertilizing it now help it at 
all? I’m really not sure why 
they didn’t seem to find my 
lawn last year, but if 
there’s something I can do 
to keep them away again 
this year, I’d certainly do 
it!!     ..               Sincerely                               
Love My Lawn 

Dear Love My Lawn 

I’m wondering if you might 
be living in an older home.  
Oddly enough, that seems 
to be one of the best ways 
to avoid chinch bug 
infestation!  Studies in N.B. 
showed that there are 
some lawns in Moncton, 
Fredericton, Bathurst, and 
all around the province 
that remain incredibly 
healthy with no pest issues 
and no irrigation 
whatsoever. They are 
typically found around 
homes built before World 
War II. Most lawns 
constructed since then 
seem to require irrigation 
to remain green and 
healthy during the 
summer, and the newer 
they are, the more water 
they need and the more 
pest damage they have. 
Studies showed that it was 
all because of the soil. 
Newer homes use heavy 
equipment to dig out the 

basement and then spread 
the subsoil over the 
existing topsoil, and they 
bring in gravel fill or 
crushed rock for a more 
convenient working 
surface.   This does nothing 
to make grass grow good 
healthy roots and it does 
not allow capillary action 
that could help keep soil 
moist in a drought. This is 
a lawn that chinch bugs are 
going to find very cozy! 

New homes might get a 4-
6 inch layer of very poor 
topsoil brought in to make 
their lawn.   Experts say 
that at best, this gives 
them two or three weeks of 
moisture storage capacity. 
If not watered in the dry 
season, the lawn turns 
brown and the bugs move 
in.  (New home owners 
would be smart to invest in 
good soil with lots of 
organic compost and good 
drainage when they are 
getting a new lawn.  The 
money they spend up front 
will save them a lot of 
money on fertilizer and 
lime and pest control over 
the years). 

However, it is possible that 
if you aren’t in an older 
home, that you just lucked 
out last summer, which 
was definitely a bad one 
for chinch bug.  If they 
return this summer, it’s 
helpful to know how to 
treat them as soon as they 
show up. As you said, that 
means looking for them in 
late June and early July, so 
you’ll need to know what to 
look for. 

Lawn damage from chinch 
bug shows up as irregular 
yellow patches, which 
begin in June and spread 
over the summer. The 
grass may turn brown and 
die if feeding continues 
unchecked, and there is no 
doubt that a severe 
infestation of chinch bugs 
can destroy an entire lawn.  
The damage will spread 
quickly during a hot dry 

spell, and our recent 
weather patterns seem to 
make those hot dry 
summers much more 
common.  Too often we 
assume brown patches are 
just a symptom of drought, 
and don’t look for insect 
damage. So the first step is 
to begin looking for chinch 
bugs NOW, so you’ll need 
to recognize them when 
you see them. 

Chinch bugs are small – 
about 3-4 mm long – and 
are black with white wings. 
The baby ones are bright 
red with white bands 
across their back and this 
colour will change from red 
to orange to brown to black 
as they mature and 
develop their wings.  If you 
see bugs that look like 
adult chinch bugs but they 
have really big eyes, 
you’re in luck.  They are 
literally called “big eyed 
bugs” and they devour 
chinch bugs for 
breakfast, lunch and 
dinner.  

You can kneel down and 
spread apart the grass with 
your fingers to see if there 
are chinch bugs hiding. 
They avoid light so look at 
the base of your grass 
blades close to soil level for 
either the red babies or the 
black and white adults.  If 
you see dead patches on 
the lawn, but didn’t spot 
any insects when you 
looked, there’s another 
way to double check for 
them.  

Remove both ends from a 
large tin can (like an apple 
juice can or a coffee tin) 
and carefully push it a few 
inches into your lawn.  Fill 
it with warm soapy water 
and wait five or ten 
minutes. (Add more water 
if it’s draining away).  If 
there are bugs there, they 
will float in the water. It’s 
a good idea to push the can 
into your lawn in a few 
different spots to do this 
test – at the edges of your 

brown spots is the best 
place to find them.  If there 
are only one or two bugs in 
the can, and if your lawn is 
healthy, you can likely 
send them on their way 
with regular lawn 
watering.  If there’s 5 to 
ten per can, you’re going 
to have some damage. But 
if your lawn is stressed by 
drought or other issues, 
even a few insects can 
wreak havoc. 

You also might notice an 
odour coming from your 
lawn when you walk on the 
grass if you have a bad 
infestation, as these 
insects give off a bad smell 
when crushed.  

Chinch bugs cause their 
damage because they suck 
the sap from the stems of 
your grass in hot weather 
in open sunny areas.  It 
was long believed if your 
lawn has a lot of thatch you 
were at a higher risk of 
damage. However, studies 
in Quebec and in New 
Brunswick actually found 
no correlation between 
thatch thickness and 
chinch bug populations.  

Compacted soil, a lack of 
moisture, or too much 
nitrogen fertilizer seems to 
mean you are much more 
apt to have them.  So 
keeping your lawn healthy 
is the best prevention, and 
it allows the grass to fight 
off any small infestations.  

You had asked about 
fertilizing your lawn. Avoid 
over-fertilizing as this will 
bring in even more insects. 
Always use only slow 
release, water soluble 
nitrogen fertilizer.  

Watering when you have a 
well is always a concern.  
But if you water at just the 
right time, you might not 
need to worry the rest of 
the summer!  If you know 
you have a small number 
of chinch bugs, try 
watering your lawn deeply 

 



immediately and they 
might decide to go 
elsewhere as they always 
seek out dry areas. Chinch 
bugs do thrive in dry 
lawns, so if we don’t have 
rain, and if you’re 
comfortable watering 
occasionally, just be sure 
to give it a good deep soak 
when you do water it,  
rather than a little sprinkle 
every now and then.  A 
little sprinkle of water is 
the worst thing you can do. 
And don’t be envious of 
people you see who are on 
city water running their 
sprinklers to keep their 
lawns green. Overwatering 
can cause too much 
growth which can lead to 
more chinch bugs! 

The way you mow also 
can make a big difference. 
Keep the blades on your 
mower on a high setting.  
Grass blades shorter than 
2.5 to 3 inches is another 
open invitation to chinch 
bugs. Lastly, liming your 
lawn is key.  When the soil 
pH is below 6.5, you should 
be adding lime every fall.  
pH tests are cheap and 
easy to use and available 
at good garden centres.                       
If replanting grass in an 
area where it’s died, look 
for an endophytic variety 
of grass seed. Endophytes 
are naturally occurring 
fungi that kill lawn pests, 
including chinch bugs. 
They have been added to 
some grass seeds. 

If you do find that you 
have chinch bugs, you can   
try using insecticidal soap. 
If bugs are present, put an 
ounce of dish soap (one 
without degreasers) in a 2 
gallon sprinkler can of 
water, and drench a 2 
square foot infested area. 
(Larger areas can be 
treated by putting dish 
soap in a hose bottle 
attachment). The bugs will 
crawl to the surface of the 
grass in two or three 
minutes. Then lay an old 
white sheet (flannel is best 

but cotton will work), over 
the area. Wait 15 - 20 
minutes and then look for 
the bugs that will attach 
themselves to the fabric. 
Put the cloth in a bucket of 
soapy water to remove 
them.  Spray at the 
boundary where the dead 
grass meets the live grass. 
If you feel you must bring 
in a professional to spray 
insecticides, remember to 
ask them if their spray will 
also kill the predatory 
insects in your lawn which 
you will wish you had the 
next time a chinch bug 
shows up. 

If you go the pesticide 
route, it is recommended 
to spray in June or July (as 
soon as you see a 
significant problem).  A 
second treatment might be 
needed in early August to 
kill a second generation of 
insects that may have 
hatched.  Most 
government sites say 
treating after mid-August 
isn’t usually very effective 
and it’s better to wait and 
treat the lawn again the 
following June. 
(Companies who spray 
lawns sometimes disagree 
and suggest a third 
treatment in the fall.) 

The New Brunswick 
Department of Agriculture 
recommends that the 
optimum treatment 
window for chinch bug is 
between mid-July and mid-
August, but they do also 
stress that professional 
pest control intervention is 
not always necessary for 
lower populations of chinch 
bug. Treatment decisions, 
they say, must consider 
the health of your lawn, 
any history of previous 
insect damage, your soil 
depth and quality, 
excessive thatch levels, 
the variety of grass in your 
lawn, and your general turf 
maintenance practices 
(fertility, mowing 
height/frequency). They 
also point out that lawns 

with high populations of 
broadleaf weeds (greater 
or equal 30%) and that still 
have acceptable visual 
appearance, showed less 
visible damage from 
chinch bug feeding even 
with chinch bug 
populations that were well 
above treatment threshold 
levels!  So don’t be feeling 
that you need to have a 
lawn that looks like a golf 
course.  Those weeds are 
actually keeping your lawn 
looking green and healthy 
without the need of 
chemical treatments.  

The New Brunswick 
Horticultural Trades 
Association has a number 
of articles available on 
what homeowners need to 
know about having a 
“sustainable lawn.”  Dr. 
James B. Beard, a 
recognized authority on 
lawns, wrote “….the 
darkest green turf, which 
many people strive for, is 
not in fact the healthiest 
turf. A medium green turf 
with a moderate growth 
rate will have the deepest 
root system with less 
thatching, reduced disease 
and insect problems, and 
increased tolerance to 
environmental stresses 
such as heat, drought, cold 
and wear.” 

He says that we have been 
conditioned by years of 
advertising to expect a 
manicured, closely cut, 
deep green, “golf course 
putting green” look. This is 
not possible for the 
average homeowner, and 
is certainly not necessary 
for a “healthy” lawn. 
Sustainable lawns require 
a minimum of irrigation 
water to maintain health.  

It’s also worth noting that 
in lawns allowed to go 
dormant (turn brown 
naturally) through the dry 
summer period, severe 
damage from chinch bug 
feeding may occur, but not 
be noticed, until the grass 

fails green up again with 
the fall rains. Re-seeding 
may be needed at that 
point  for areas that have 
extensive damage. 

One last interesting note 
that I’ll share also comes 
from the NB government. 
They say that the actual 
numbers of lawns infested 
to damaging levels here is 
unknown. But studies 
based on counts in Quebec 
showed that 60% of lawns 
in the study were infested, 
but only 11% had high 
enough counts to warrant 
a chemical pesticide 
treatment. Although there 
have been no similar 
studies undertaken in this 
region, the situation is 
likely to be similar. This 
number is much lower than 
the number of lawns that 
actually do get treated. 

Hopefully your lawn can 
fight off any insects that do 
show up this summer. 
Water deeply at the vital 
time when they are first 
showing up from 
hibernation and hopefully 
you’ll once again be 
unbothered by this very 
common pest. 

Thanks for the great 
question. 

Sincerely                        Dr. 
Fill 

 


